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Abstract
This study analyzes and categorizes 25 holiday romantic comedy films released between
1938 and 2021. It examines how this genre of film developed and evolved over time. It
concludes that Hallmark and Netflix have both had large influences on the holiday romantic
comedy genre. This study also discusses the results of a survey regarding people's holiday
rom-com habits and opinions. It determines that audiences' opinions shape genre, and therefore it
is likely that future holiday romantic comedies will remain lighthearted and comforting, while
also becoming more inclusive regarding sexuality, ethnicity, and culture.
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Introduction and Context
Harry racing through the streets of New York City on New Year’s Eve to finally tell Sally
he loves her; Mark dramatically revealing signs proclaiming his love for Juliet while her
husband, his best friend, is in the other room; Prince Richard following Amber back to the
United States and proposing to her in the snow; all of these are the climaxes of holiday romantic
comedy films1. These are the moments that the entire films have been building towards, and if
the films have done their job right, they are the moments that audiences will remember forever.
But what exactly are holiday rom-coms? How did this sub-genre come to be, and why do studios
continue to produce them and audiences continue to watch them? This study attempts to answer
all of these questions by examining the history and background of romantic comedies and
holiday rom-coms more specifically, analyzing a sample of holiday-themed romantic comedy
films, and surveying holiday rom-com watchers.
Romantic comedies have long been a popular genre of media, in particular film. The
Oxford English Dictionary defines a romantic comedy as “a film or other work with light,
comedic tone and a plot centring on a romantic relationship” (OED). Some credit Shakespeare as
the father of the genre with many of his plays such as A Midsummer Night’s Dream and As You
Like It revolving around romance and comedy.
In film, the romantic comedy genre grew out of early screwball comedies which were
popular in the 1930s as the industry began to move out of the silent-film era. The popularity of
romantic comedy films waxed and waned throughout the 20th century. The types of romantic
comedies that were released in certain time periods often reflected societal views of the time.

1

When Harry Met Sally, Love Actually, and A Christmas Prince respectively.
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The 1960s and 70s saw the arrival of the sex comedey “[i]n tandem with the sexual liberation
movement of the time” (McDonald, 2007).
As the TV and film industries grew in the early 2000s so did the amount of romantic
comedies. In 2009 Hallmark Channel released their first Christmas themed romantic comedy, a
move that would end up shaping both the company, and the genre.

Literature Review
In Romantic Comedy: Boy Meets Girl Meets Genre Tamar Jeffers McDonald examines
the romantic comedy genre and how the genre evolved between the 1930s and the early 2000s.
McDonald also discusses “[w]hat elements go into romantic comedy and why it seems an
obvious film form to overlook or under appreciate” (McDonald, 2007). The fact that romantic
comedy is often an overlooked genre is an issue I also ran into when looking for background
sources for this study. Mcdonald propopses that “[a] recurrent trend in writing about romantic
comedy is to divide it into sub-genres” (McDonald, 2007) and proceeds to break down the
evolution of romantic comedy subgenres from the screwball, to the sex comedy, to the radical
rom-com, to the neo-traditional romantic comedy.
Mcdonald also suggests that “the specific qualities which inform [romantic comedy]
sub-genres may be more fluid” (McDonald, 2007) than once perceived, and that subgenres can
blend together. McDonal concludes that “[i]n order to move forward and remain a viable genre,
the romantic comedy will need to throw off some of its current tendencies and adopt new ones”
(McDonald, 2007).
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Bound to Bond by Mark D. Rubinfeld focuses on “Hollywood Romantic Comedies”
released in theaters from 1970 through 1999 and which sold at least 3.398 million tickets. This is
a more detailed pool of movies than what I will be examining when it comes to time period and
release mode, but is less specific in that it focuses on the rom-com genre as a whole. Of the films
listed for the Rubinfinfeld’s study I concluded that 10 of them appeared to fit my definitions of a
holiday rom-com2.
Rubinfeld’s analysis and conclusion is mostly revolved around the feminism and implied
feminism in Hollywood romantic comedies of the era. He concludes that while some of these
films appear to be promoting female independence or choice on the surface, the actual plots,
tropes, and themes make it so most of the films are actually about men dominating women. As
he writes while discussing redemption plots “[t]he hero all too often is the story while the
heroine is the ‘vehicle’ that makes the story possible” (Rubinfeld, 2001). While this analysis is
based on rom-coms more generally, much of it can also be applied to holiday rom-coms more
specifically.
On the episode “The Holiday Movie Machine” from the podcast It's Been a Minute with
Sam Sanders, Sam Sanders and two guest-hosts-- Pop Culture Happy Hour co-host Linda
Holmes and author Kat Chow discuss holiday films. The discussion is mostly their opinions as
people who are a part of the entertainment industry and as viewers of holiday rom-coms. They
suggest that the holiday rom-com industry has grown and prevailed over the past “10 or 15
years” (Sanders, 2021) because these types of films are “cheap to make [and] fairly easy to

2

Sleepless in Seattle 1993 (Valentine’s Day), You’ve Got Mail 1998 (Thanksgiving), When Harry Met Sally 1989
(New Years Eve), While You Were Sleeping 1995 (Christmas), Groundhog Day 1993 (Groundhog Day), Love at
First Bite 1979 (Halloween), Starting Over 1979 (Thanksgiving), The Preacher’s Wife 1996 (Christmas), The Object
of My Affection 1998 (Thanksgiving), The Other Sister 1999 (Thanksgiving)
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replicate” (Sanders, 2021) as well as able to “get a big audience for these relative to what cable
television now pulls" (Sanders, 2021). One reason for these unusually high audiences might be
the predictability and formula which holiday rom-coms often adhere to. “It's such an easy to
digest formula. It's always variations on a theme” (Sanders, 2021).
The Hallmark Channel has been pumping out romance movies since its inception in 2001
(Larson, 2019), but it began to truly focus on holiday-- and more specifically Christmas-- films
in 2009 when it first began its Countdown to Christmas event (Countdown to Christmas). The
channel “has aired more than 300 Christmas movies” (Fitzgerald, 2021) since 2009. It produced
40 brand new Christmas movies in both 2020 and 2021, a record for the company ((Fitzgerald,
2021). Hallmark is able to churn out these movies because they are “relatively cheap to produce,
with budgets often under $2 million” (Fitzgerald, 2021). They also shoot many of their films in
Canada as the country’s “tax credits make shooting even less expensive” (Fitzgerald, 2021).
Over the years Hallmark has gained a reputation for their cheesy and predictable
storylines. As author Kat Chow says, their movies are "equal parts ridiculous and predictable"
(Sanders, 2021). The uniformity of many made for TV holiday rom-coms is one reason they are
often overlooked as a form of ‘serious’ film, but it is also one of the things that helps them
continue to appeal to audiences over the years. According to Forbes’s Toni Fitzgerald “Hallmark
movies’ familiar structure and predictable outcomes are a strength”, and the predictability offers
audiences “comfort during difficult and often frustrating times” (Fitzgerald, 2021). The cheesy,
predictable nature of Hallmark films and other made for TV holiday movies make them easy to
watch without needing to commit too much thought or energy into the act.
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Holiday romantic comedies are one of, if not the largest draw for the Hallmark channel.
In 2019 the channel's holiday rom-com films “attracted an average audience of 3.5 million
viewers” and the channel “attracted more female viewers (aged 18 to 49 and 25 to 54) than any
other cable network during the fourth quarter” (Berr, 2019). These films are integral to
Hallmark’s business model; some estimates have found “that Hallmark Channel generates a third
of its annual ad revenue just from Christmas movies” (Fitzgerald, 2021). In 2021 Hallmark
Channel was ranked “fifth among all cable networks” in terms of prime time viewers, up from
22nd in 2015 (Adgate, 2022) indicating that the persisting popularity of these films has made
them more competitive as the cable industry on a whole has begun to decline in popularity. The
Hallmark Channel has been able to hold on to viewers in a way very few other channels have in
the era of streaming.

Methodology
The purpose of this research was to assess how holiday romantic comedies have evolved
over time and people’s opinions on the genre. A grounded theory approach was used when
analyzing films in the holiday rom-com genre, and a survey designed specifically for this study
was used to collect data regarding personal opinions surrounding them.
A list of 182 holiday-themed romantic comedy films was gathered and sorted by year and
holiday represented3. An analysis was done of 25 4 of those films released between the years 1938
and 2021. After several of these films had been examined categories were created to help guide
3

A list of the 182 movies identified, the year they were released, and the holiday(s) they focus on can be
found in Appendix A.
4
The films watched were primarily selected based on availability, though some effort did go into making
sure there were films from as many decades as possible as well as examining films representing different
holidays, and couple sexualities.
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the analysis of the rest. These categories were used as a framework through which to view
qualitative data about holiday romantic comedies. Quantitative data was also gathered during this
process including the ages and genders of lead actors, and box office numbers where available.
The survey used for this study was sent to a broad audience above the age of 18. There
was no screening process, but participants who had never seen a romantic comedy or had never
seen a holiday-themed romantic comedy were removed from the data set, as it was determined
that they would not have relevant opinions on something they had no experience with. The
survey included a series of multiple choice and short response questions regarding participants’
holiday rom-com watching habits and opinions.
Using a grounded theory approach, a guideline for determining what exactly constitutes a
holiday romantic comedy was devised early into the research process. Each of the three central
elements of these films-- holiday integration, degree of romance, and comedic aspect-- was
examined and defined separately, so as to derive a better understanding of what exactly a holiday
rom-com is.
The categorization system created and used to determine how important the holiday
aspect of a film was to the overall plot and theme was a categorization of 'Very Important’,
‘Important’, ‘Somewhat Important’, and ‘Not Relevant’. A movie categorized as ‘Very
Important’ hinges on the holiday aspect and would not make sense if removed from the context
of the associated holiday(s). Films placed in this category often times involve mystical elements
related to the holiday (ie. inclusion of Santa or a Santa-like character) or a specific holiday
gathering that motivates the characters to meet or gather and without which they would not have
had the chance to set the plot into motion.
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Films categorized as ‘Important’ can still make sense if removed from the context of their
associated holiday, but the holiday adds extra depth and meaning to the story. These films usually
include a gathering due to the holiday which could have been held even without the holiday as a
catalyst. These films also tend to have a similar amount of ‘holiday cheer’ as movies in the ‘Very
Important’ category, more-so than movies in the lower two rankings.
Films in the ‘Somewhat Important’ category do not rely on the context of the associated
holiday to make sense, and the holiday aspect may even seem like an afterthought. These films
often may only have a small portion of their plot revolve around a holiday such as the final scene
or a particularly climactic moment (ie. the lead realizes they are in love with the love interest on
New Year’s Eve and rushes to tell them). This category includes some films which on their
surface may not be immediately identifiable as a holiday film.
The ‘Not Relevant’ category is for films that, while they do involve a holiday in some
manner, almost entirely ignore this fact or give very little focus to the holiday. These films do not
contain significant amounts of ‘holiday cheer’ or a clear message or theme related to the holiday
during which they occur.
The romantic elements of the examined films were ranked on a scale of ‘Central’,
‘Primary’, ‘Secondary’, and ‘Afterthought’. A film which entirely or almost entirely revolves
around a particular romance is ranked as ‘Central’. These films may involve characters aside
from the lead(s) and love interest(s), but only insofar as to advance the romantic plot, as the
romantic plot is either the only plot or it is the only plot with any actual substance or stakes. The
sole goal of the films is to bring the lead(s) and love interest(s) together, oftentimes with very
little character development or motivations outside of this focus.
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In a ‘Primary’ film, the romantic plot is still the main focus of the film, but there is at
least one additional plot or theme that can influence the characters and outcome of the film.
Common secondary themes in these movies are family, and self-improvement. Additional
plotlines in these films can range from reconnecting with an estranged family member, to making
big career choices, to saving Christmas. While the lead(s) and love interest(s) are still the focus
of a ‘Primary’ film, other characters are often allowed space to have their own personalities,
objectives, and obstacles.
‘Secondary’ films include romance as an important aspect of the story, but a different
theme or plot takes precedence. Similar to ‘Primary’ ranked films, ‘Secondary’ films will often
include a theme focused on family. These films are more likely to include an ensemble cast with
the lead being just one member of a family who are each dealing with their own problems. While
getting the leading couple together is a goal of these films, it is not a priority and therefore these
relationships may end up open-ended more often than other types of rom-coms.
Films in the “Afterthought” rank include romantic elements, but romance is not a main
focus and potential relationships are often unresolved. These movies are often on the edge of
being considered a romantic comedy at all, as they lean much more into the comedic aspect than
the romantic one.
The comedic aspect of a ‘holiday romantic comedy’, may be the hardest to define. The
Oxford English Dictionary defines a rom-com as “a film with a light, comedic tone and a plot
centring on a romance” (OED). However as author and journalist Dana Schwartz notes,
“[t]erminology evolves over time and genres are subjective” (Schwartz, 2019) meaning that
whether a romance driven film is seen as a romantic comedy or a romantic drama may rely
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heavily on gut feeling. In an article for Screenwriting Magazine Marshall Thornton states that it
is not “always necessary that [rom-coms] be very funny though they do have to end happily”
(Thorton, 2018). He also claims that a large aspect of romantic comedies that sets them apart
from other romance films, is that the lead “must learn something about [them]self, once [they’ve]
done that [they are] then able to find love” (Thorton, 2018). Most definitions of romantic
comedy make an emphasis not to separate the two primary features of the films. A film can
feature both romance and comedy and not be viewed as a romantic comedy if the two elements
do not interact with each other in certain ways. Schwartz states that a rom-com’s “primary
comedic tension derives from a central romantic relationship” rather than a separate aspect
(Shwartz, 2019).
The definition used to determine if a film is a rom-com for this study-- as influenced by
the discussion above-- is “any lighthearted film that features romance, derives humor from it, and
ends happily5”. While this gives some criteria for examining holiday rom-com films, it is still
quite broad given the nature of genre. As such this paper will focus more heavily on the romantic
element of romantic comedy, which is slightly easier to objectively define and categorize as
shown above. Films that revolve around holiday themes and romance but do not meet the
definition above are for these purposes considered holiday romantic dramas and have been left
out of the study entirely.

5

Though it must be noted that ‘happily’ is also a subjective term and therefore this particular distinction has been
left to the digression of the researcher.
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Findings and Analysis
Holiday Representation
Of the 182 films compiled for this project, 133 of them revolved solely around Christmas.
The holiday with the second most number of films focused on it was Thanksgiving with 16
films, followed by New
Year’s and New Year’s
Eve with 10. 7 of the
films complied focused
on more than one
holiday- most often
Christmas and something
else. Easter, Mardi Gras,
and Groundhog Day each
had one film focused solely on them.
See Figure 1.
25 films were chosen from the list
compiled and watched in full. Of those
films 13 focused solely on Christmas, 6
focused on Christmas and at least one
other holiday, 3 focused on Valentine’s
Day, 2 focused on New Year’s, and 1
focused on Mother’s Day. See Figure 2.
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Holiday and Romance Relevancy
Of the 25 films watched for this study6 11 were found to fall into the ‘Very Important’
holiday relevancy category, 7 into the ‘Important’ category, 5 into the ‘Somewhat Important’,
and 2 into the ‘Not relevant’ category. It seems that holiday relevancy has increased in holiday
rom-com films over time as 15 of the 18 films released in the past 20 years were found to be in
the ‘Very Important’ and ‘Important’ categories. Only 3 of the 7 films released prior to 2022,
were categorized as ‘Very Important’ or ‘Important’.
5 of the films examined for this study were found to be ‘Centrally’ focused on the
romance aspect, 16 had romance as their ‘Primary’ focus, 3 had it as their ‘Secondary’ focus, and
1 film used romance as an ‘Afterthought’. The singular film that fell into the ‘Afterthought’
category, Last Holiday, is also one of the two films that was categorized as ‘Not relevant’ for
holiday relevancy, making it the film most loosely defined as a holiday rom-com examined in
this study.
While the films in the ‘Primary’ category are fairly well spread out across the years, films
in the ‘Central’ category are more strongly situated in the past with 3 of the 5 in this category
being released prior to 2000, and the most recent, Valentine’s Day being released in 2010. It is
also interesting to note that all the ‘Central’ films were released originally in theaters, and all the
films originally released on a television channel or streaming service fall into the ‘Primary’
category. This implies that while holiday rom-coms are most often focused on the central
romance, it has become more popular over time and with the advent of TV and streaming for
additional storylines to be included in the films as well to add depth to the characters and story.

6

A table listing all films watched for this study, their release years, which holiday(s) they focus on, and
their holiday and romance relevancy categories can be found in Appendix B.
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Setting
Of the films watched for this study only one was set non-contemporaneously with when it
was released: 1944’s Meet Me in St. Louis which is set in 1903 and 19047.
The most popular location setting for these films was New York, with 7 of the films
taking place at least partially in New York. 3 films each took place partly in a foreign country 8
and a small unnamed American town 9. There does not appear to be a pattern with when a movie
was released and where it is set, aside from all movies released prior to 2000 being set on the
east coast.
Relationship Status
The lead and love interest end up
dating10 at the end of the film in 17 of the
25 films examined. The lead and love
interest end up married11 at the end of the
film in 7 or the 25 films examined. See
Figure 3.

7

A table listing all films examined for this study, the year they were released, the time period in which they
are set, the location in which they are set, and the relationship status of the main couple can be found in
Appendix C.
8
Last Holiday- Czech Republic, A Christmas Prince- fictional Aldovia, and A Castle for ChristmasScotland.
9
Christmas in Connecticut- Connecticut, A Valentine’s Match- Oregon, and Single all the Way- New
Hampshire.
10
For the purposes of this study a couple is ‘dating’ if they explicitly or implicitly begin or continue a
romantic relationship at the conclusion of a film.
11
For the purposes of this study a couple is ‘married’ if they are married at the start of the film and do not
separate or divorce before its conclusion, or if one of them proposes or there is an on or off screen
wedding or engagement before the conclusion of the film.
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4 of the 6 films where film where the main couple ends up married and were not at the start of
the film12 were released prior to 2000, and in 5 of the 7 films released prior to 2000, the main
couple ends the film married. This move away from the main couple marrying by the time the
credits roll likely reflects the changing opinions of marriage by the general public, as people are
less likely to get married today than 20 years ago, and more likely to get married later in life.
In only one film watched for this study did the lead and main love interest not end up
together: Mother’s Day from 2016. This is likely due to the romance being the secondary theme
in this film- the first being mothers and their relationships with their children- as well as it being
an ensemble film featuring multiple plotlines and relationships. While the two primary leads of
the film do not end up together- and in fact interact very little throughout the film only being
hinted at going on a date near the end of the film- other couples do get together, and we even see
two of the more side characters get married by the end of the film.
All but two of the films examined featured straight couples. Netflix’s Single All The Way
and Lifetime’s Under the Christmas Tree, both released in 2021, featured a gay and lesbian
couple respectivley. In both of these films the couples end up together but not married.
Survey
The survey created for this study13 yielded
165 usable responses14. The majority of participants
were female at 74%, see Figure 4. A majority was
also at least part Caucasion with 80.3% of

12

In The Preacher’s Wife the lead and love interest are married at the start of the film and must work to
repair their relationship throughout the movie.
13
See Appendix D for a complete list of questions asked in the survey.
14
There were 178 responses total, 2 were removed as the participant’s had never seen a romantic
comedy, and 11 were removed as the participants had never seen a holiday-themed romantic comedy.
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participants saying they were Caucasian, see Figure 5. The age range of participants varied more
widely with the largest
three age groups
represented being 20-29
with 37.6%, 40-49 with
27% and under 20 with
15.2%, see Figure 6. It is
important to keep these gender, ethnicity, and age biases in mind when analyzing the results from
this survey. There are also a few reasons
why we may be seeing this bias appear at
all, the first being who this survey was
distributed to. This survey was primarily
distributed on an American college
campus, and university students are more
likely to be female, white, and in their 20s. Another possible explanation is that white women in
their 20s through 50s tend to be the target
demographic for holiday romantic comedies, and are
therefore more likely to have seen these films and
been able and willing to participate.
Of the participants surveyed 51.4% identified
themselves as romantic comedy watchers, see Figure 7, whereas only 39.4% self-identified as
holiday romantic comedy watchers, see Figure 8. It is understandable that fewer people
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self-identified as holiday rom-com watchers, as it is a more niche subgenre under the romantic
comedy umbrella.
On average people tend to watch fewer
holiday romantic comedies than romantic comedies
more generally, see Figure 9. Again this makes sense
seeing how holiday rom-coms are a sub-genre of
romantic comedy.
When asked if they enjoy
watching holiday rom-coms,
self-identified holiday rom-com
watchers said yes 97.1% of the
time, See Figure 10. When asked
to elaborate on why they did or
did not enjoy films of this genre,
the two holiday rom-com watchers who said they did not enjoy them claimed it was because they
are “cheesy most of the time”, and “[they] don't like
how they portray a fake version of romance”,
sentiments which were both echoed later in the survey
when self-identified holiday rom-com watchers were
asked what they dislike about holiday rom-coms.
When asked what they dislike most about holiday rom-com, self-identified
holiday rom-com watchers most often used phrases including “white”, “lack of diversity”,
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“heterosexual”, and “unrealistic”. One participant said they dislike that holiday rom-coms “are
made [with] straight white couples which can get boring pretty fast, as well as the fact that often
they will show red flags as positive things in a relationship”.
Things self-identified holiday romantic comedy watchers enjoy about the films
include that “they are feel good movies”, that they are “festive” and “fun”, and that they are
“easy to watch”. The simplicity of these films is not always a turn off for audiences. One
participant wrote “[holiday rom-coms] also follow a pattern, there aren't many surprises, so if I
have a bad day, I don't have to worry about plot twists that will require me to think”.

Discussion and Limitations
From the analysis of this sample of holiday romantic comedies and the accompanying
survey, we can see that the genre has shifted and changed over time. We have seen the genre
change with societal norms and acceptances as fewer films have ended with the lead couple
married, or planning to marry. We also see this type of change present in the inclusion of queer
couples in the holiday rom-com genre. Based on the survey results it is likely we will continue to
see more queer representation in these films as the lack of such representation is one of the
largest issues the self-identified audience has with these films.
We can also expect future holiday romantic comedies to focus on non-white couples, and
other cultures and holidays as well, as this was another major concer for holiday rom-com
watchers.
Ultimately we will continue to see the number of these films rise, especially in the view
at home market as Hallmark, Netflix, and other channels and streaming services continue to
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create these films, and audiences continue to watch them. While it is clear that holiday rom-com
watchers want to see new stories being told, we will also likely see this genre of films to
continue to keep its charming and lighthearted fell as this is one of the things audiences- even
those who do not watch these feels as much or as often- enjoy about them.
There are limitations with the research presented in this study. First there is the matter of
time. This study was conducted by an individual researcher over the course of 6 months. With
more time and man hours, more films would be able to be watched and analyzed leading to a
larger and more accurate sample pool. There is also a limitation of resources, some older films or
films released straight to TV were never preserved in the form of a DVD or streamable video.
This means that the researcher only had access to certain films from the list gathered. It is also
hard to analyze financial data regarding these films as TV channels and streaming services rarely
release the budgets or profits of a single project, making numerical data harder to find.
Finally there are limitations with the survey, and population surveyed. It was previously
mentioned that the demographics of the population surveyed are rather narrow. A larger and
more diverse sample set would provide clearer data regarding people's opinions on holiday
rom-coms.
It is recommended that future research on the topic of holiday rom-coms be done. Future
research could focus on deeper trope analysis over time, financial or critical success of various
holiday rom-com films, or on further assessing audiences opinions and habits regarding the
genre.
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